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 ‘National Culture’ as an Integrating Agent in the Post-Acquisition Organisation

Abstract
This paper, drawing on literature in anthropology and positive organizational scholarship (POS), and using a case study of the acquisition of a British car company by a German multinational corporation, proposes that national culture, in contrast to its treatment as a source of ‘distance’ or ‘friction’ can also operate as an integrating agent, whereby participants shape the new reality of the merged organization through discourse and narrative, creating a collectively-agreed new culture while also allowing particular groups to retain a distinctive identity within it. The paper concludes by suggesting theoretical and epistemological ways forward which focus on integrating HR managers’, as well as researchers’, perspectives on mergers and acquisitions, and which move away from binary models of analysis which judge mergers and acquisitions in abstract terms of ‘success’ versus ‘failure’. This allows researchers instead to focus on how ‘success’ is defined by the participants in the merger, and considers mergers and acquisitions as dynamic, multifaceted processes which incorporate different forms of success and failure within themselves.
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 ‘National Culture’ as an Integrating Agent in the Post-Acquisition Organisation
Introduction
In cross-cultural management, the role of culture in mergers and acquisitions is framed largely in terms of questions of ‘compatibility’, ‘fit’ or ‘distance’ between ‘units’ of national culture. Although a growing number of studies have emerged arguing that this approach is no longer fit for purpose (Chapman, 1997; Chapman, Gajewska-DeMatteos, Clegg & Buckley, 2008; Dikova & Sahib, 2013; McSweeney, 2002, 2013; Reus, 2012; Sackmann & Philips, 2004; Shenkar 2001, 2012; Slangen, 2006; Wagner & Vormbusch, 2010), Stahl, Tung, Kostova & Zelmer-Bruhn (2016) note that the approach of such papers is still to treat culture as a negative factor, creating ‘distance’ or generating ‘friction’, and ignoring the possibility of a more positive role for culture in organisations. Furthermore, with the exception of Chapman et al. (2008), the aims of all of these papers is to develop researcher-defined, external measures of culture, meaning that the question largely remains unanswered of how the managers themselves perceive and use culture as part of the assimilation process. If cross-cultural management studies are to have relevance to HR professionals as a means of successfully navigating mergers and acquisitions, as well as in the interests of scientific rigor in terms of addressing the question of what role culture actually plays in integration, this issue must be addressed.
Building on the alternative perspective of viewing cultural phenomena in business through an identity lens and the growing trend towards positive organizational scholarship (POS; see Stahl, Miska, Lee & DeLuque, 2017), this paper will argue, on the basis of data gathered on merger participants at BMW MINI in the early 2000s, that, for managers, national culture exists not as the source of a distance to be bridged, an obstacle to be overcome or a friction to be smoothed over, but as a symbolic discourse incorporating good and bad aspects, through which they can shape their reality and integrate the new organization’s culture.


The objectives of this paper are, firstly, to draw on the philosophy of POS to view culture, not as a complicating factor in international joint ventures, but as a neutral factor with positive and negative aspects. Secondly, to consider how managers in a particular social context use the concept of culture to negotiate change: not with a view to generalizing, but to illustrating that the actual role the concept of culture plays in managers’ working lives. Thirdly, there will be a discussion of the wider implications of this approach, namely, whether cross-cultural management studies’ focus on quantitative measures and generalization as a goal of research is rendering it less relevant than it could be to human resource management in practice. The paper will conclude by considering ways in which studies of mergers and acquisitions can incorporate positive, human-centred data into their results.

The paper’s research questions are, therefore:

· What are the positive roles of national culture in mergers and acquisitions?

· How is culture used to negotiate change by managers in a cross-cultural acquisition?

· What wider lessons can be drawn from the BMW case study about culture in M&A?

· How can cross-cultural management studies profitably integrate POS perspectives on M&A?

Literature Review and Background
National ‘cultures’ in cross-cultural management: external and internal perspectives

Although it seems generally agreed that national culture is significant in mergers and acquisitions, the question remains to be answered of precisely how it is significant. National culture in studies of mergers and acquisitions has historically been treated as a unit of values shared by an entire population within arbitrarily defined borders. In particular, the focus has been on measuring what Kogut and Singh (1988) call ‘cultural distance’, which assumes that one can measure the cultural traits of nations, calculate the differences between cultures as a quantitative measure, and, therefore, predict whether cultures involved in a merger will be ‘compatible’ or not (see Chapman et al., 2008; Pesch & Bounken, 2017). Leaving aside the often-critiqued issue of assuming that national borders are commensurate with an equivalent ‘national culture’ (see Sackmann and Phillips 2004: 372-374 and McSweeney 2002), the problems with this approach are twofold. Firstly, it involves imposing an external, or ‘etic’, definition of national culture, upon the organisations, meaning that the (clearly highly relevant) question of how the managers themselves define culture goes unanswered. Secondly, the approach is inherently negative: a focus on ‘distance’ gives us a metaphor of a gap needing to be bridged or overcome, rather than considering whether or not cultural interaction might have more positive aspects.

Despite its popularity, attempts to analyse mergers and acquisitions, and particularly the process of post-merger integration, from the perspective of national culture, cultural fit, and cultural distance have, unsurprisingly, led to inconclusive results (see the comprehensive review in Xie, Reddy & Liang, 2017, and analysis by Shenkar 2012: 1-2). Weber, Tarba and Rozen Bachar, for instance, conclude that, while some studies seem to indicate cultural differences are a barrier to integration, others indicate that they help improve post-acquisition performance (2011: 376). Dikova and Sahib (2013) note that studies of the impact of ‘cultural distance’ on mergers and acquisitions are contradictory and inconclusive; they argue that, in order to make sense of these results, other factors than national culture must be taken into account. There thus appears to be a recognition on some level that the traditional use of national cultures in studying mergers and acquisitions is not fit for purpose, but little understanding of what, if any, role they do play in such ventures.


The ‘cultural distance’ literature has been critiqued within cross-cultural management studies in recent years. Shenkar, for instance, argues that the ‘distance’ metaphor is inappropriate (Shenkar, Luo & Yeheskel, 2008), arguing that, among other problems and fallacies, it suggests a stability, linearity and symmetry which cultures do not possess (2001; 2012: 4). Instead, he proposes that cultural integration in mergers and acquisitions should instead be considered in terms of ‘friction’, which may be the product of culture, but also of entry mode, corporate culture, cultural attraction, geography, or other factors (2012: 6-8). However, the concept of ‘friction’ still carries with it a largely negative focus, carrying connotations of irritation through objects rubbing against each other, albeit with the potential for the friction to create ‘sparks’. Although Koch, Koch, Menon and Shenkar’s follow-up paper (2008) initially develops a more POS premise through considering that friction can lead to positive interactions, ultimately it focuses on ‘distinguish[ing] between leadership differences which will be rigid points of disruption and those which will be flexible and offer diverse repertoires allowing for synergy’ (456). The question also remains, furthermore, of whether the people in the merger actually see culture and the integration process in those terms, and what metaphors they themselves use to explore their situation; the metaphors may still be more useful to organizational scholars than to human resource managers.

Other papers have focused instead on the concept of ‘acculturation’ as a process through which to understand what goes on with cultures in M&A. Nahavandi & Malekzadeh (1988) draw on anthropological and psychological studies of acculturation, considering a variety of ‘ways in which two groups adapt to each other and resolve emergent conflict’ (82), depending on the specific circumstances of the merger: strategy, the degree to which assimilation is desired, how the two parties feel about the merger, and so forth. This approach could prove more useful in terms of understanding the unique circumstances of individual M&A and the role of managers’ sensemaking processes in the integration. Although Nahavandi and Malekzadeh’s paper is theoretical, furthermore, Larsson and Lubatkin (2001) have conducted an exhaustive meta-analysis employing their concepts of acculturation. However, the underlying premise of both studies is again to view culture as a source of conflict, whether implicitly or explicitly. Furthermore, the aim of the paper is again to develop external measures and models, rather than exploring what the managers themselves have to say: individual circumstances which may be apparent in specific case studies are effaced by the technique of using large-scale meta-analysis.
A more productive approach for the purposes of exploring how managers themselves experience M&A can be found in Chapman et al. (2008). The research team here use anthropological analysis techniques to critique the concept of cultural distance, by observing that, although Germans and Poles may, by external academic measures, be very ‘close’, their subjective perception of each other is that they are very ‘distant’, due to historical and social factors (Chapman et al. 2008: 229-231). Something similar can be seen in Brannen (2004), where, despite the fact that France and the USA were ‘closer’ through measures of cultural distance than Japan and the USA, commentators on the EuroDisney failure firmly believed the opposite was the case (594). It is, therefore, possible to expand on the quantitative studies and meta-studies above in such a way as to explore managers’ uses of culture, and what it means to them, using anthropological techniques (as is the case in all of the papers discussed in this paragraph). It is, furthermore, possible to address a gap in this literature by taking a positive organizational scholarship approach, viewing culture not as an actual or potential obstacle or source of ‘problems’, as a positive factor which contributes to the formation of a new culture (Pesch & Bounken, 2017).

As Hunt and Downing’s (1990) seminal article argued, most analyses of mergers and acquisitions tend to ignore human factors. Consequently, national culture may well play a role in understanding the sensemaking aspect of the integration process. It has been noted that the process of integration is affected by emotional factors (Lee et al., 2013; Sinkovics, Zagelmeyer & Kusstatscher, 2011), language (Angwin, Mellahi, Gomes & Peter 2013; Kroon, Cornelissen & Vaara, 2015), and, crucially, the construction of narratives (Søderberg 2006; Vaara, 2003). If the people involved in the merger believe national culture to be an important symbol of who they are—and who their partners are-- it will figure in their narratives. However, its primary utility will be as symbols of identity and belonging, which are deployed as part of the process of adjusting positively to change through sensemaking narratives (see Abram, 2006; Soin & Scheytt, 2006).

The first hypothesis of the paper is, therefore:

H1. That managerial definitions and uses of culture will differ from the way they are presented in higher-level studies of M&A

National culture as self-defined identity 
The first contribution this paper will make is, therefore, to explore how we may usefully determine how managers themselves perceive culture. A way of doing so may be found, as with Chapman et al. (2008) through cultural anthropology. Rather than considering groups, national or otherwise, as possessed of a single unitary and measurable 'culture', the anthropological literature on identity focuses on the process through which the concept of what the group 'is', is defined by its members and by external groups (Cohen 1985; 1994; 1987: 19; 1996; 2000). The key aspect of identity, furthermore, it its discursive flexibility, through which individuals and groups can construct, redefine, and control social realities. These processes have also been observed by anthropologists to be at work in defining national identity (for a useful overview see Banks, 1996: Chapter 5). Nations, in the anthropological view, are not seen as collections of measurable ‘values’, but as being ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson, 1991). Furthermore, identities can change over time (see Moore, 2005: Chapter 3). It therefore follows that symbols of national belonging allow groups to define themselves and also what constitutes the Other (Anderson, 1991; Banks, 1996: Chapter 5) but, on another level, be subject to discursive processes which allow its meanings to change in line with the global political environment.
It is worth noting at this point that “culture”, and especially national culture, may not in fact be the main (or only) driver behind the behavior attributed to it. Other factors, such as organisational culture, sectoral culture, relationships between particular individuals, past experience with domestic acquisitions, and/or the technical and administrative processes involved in any merger or acquisition, could be causing the effects which the managers in the present study attribute to “culture” (see Dikova and Sahib 2013 for a detailed consideration of one such factor). However, the significant point here is that the managers themselves believe culture to be the important factor, and it is this internal, or emic, perspective that we will be exploring here.
Applying anthropological analytical techniques to mergers and acquisitions would therefore entail taking an emic perspective and considering how managers actually use such symbols, following Soin and Scheytt’s criticism that ‘One of the central weaknesses of Hofstede’s and similar models is that they cannot take account of the importance or real meaning respondents ascribe in real situations to culture in its different dimensions’ (2006: 66), and Wickramasinghe and Karunaratne’s assertion that, in mergers and acquisitions, ‘few studies have empirically  examined  employee  experiences’ (2009: 694). Significantly, Hofstede himself has acknowledged that his dimensions of culture do not ‘exist’, but are constructs which people use to better understand similarities and differences (2002: 1359), suggesting that one might be better off viewing them this way, rather than as having an objective meaning in and of themselves. 
Considering that mergers and acquisitions show a lot of variability and involve many more factors than simply the cultural, it might be useful for researchers to move away from developing generalisations about the process, and instead to focus for a time on managers’ actual experiences of culture, or more properly of phenomena they attribute to “culture”, during this process.  The second hypothesis is stated as follows:
H2: Culture plays a complex role in M&A as a tool employed by managers for identity development and change management. 

Positive Organizational Scholarship
Positive Organisational Scholarship emerged in the early 2000s, as an outgrowth of positive psychology (Zbierowski and Bratnicki 2014: 690). POS scholars contend that organization studies has a general tendency to focus on problems, potential and actual, within the organization, rather than on best practice, on properly functioning organisations, and on positive contributions made by external forces (Bernstein 2003). POS also does not, as in traditional management, focus on the health of the organization in terms of its financial success, but the degree to which the organization as a whole is a healthy social environment (Zberiowski and Bratnicki 2014: 691). As with positive psychology, the aim is not to replace the traditional approach, but to supplement it with investigations of ‘positive traits, experiences, institutions, and outcomes’ (690) so that scholars can understand the normal and/or healthy state of affairs in organizations. Following Stahl et al.’s applications of POS to cross-cultural management, we can consider the idea that cultural difference, rather than being inherently something to be bridged or a source of conflict, may be a source of both positive and negative connotations (2016: 623). Rather than focusing on ‘sensemaking’ in mergers, with connotations of confused people attempting to impose order on a chaotic world, we can instead employ Dutton and Glyn’s concept of ‘positive meaning-making’ (2008: 11), looking at M&A as a dynamic social process in which the meanings developed by the managers are essential. By taking a POS approach, we can focus on how culture brings people in organisations together, adding to studies of how it has kept them apart, and on how meaning is created by the people involved.

POS has a further advantage in this case in that it is multi-level (Dutton and Glyn 2008: 1). Rather than focusing exclusively on the individual or the group, POS studies take into account multiple perspectives, and, furthermore, do so in context rather than generalizing (2). This approach will thus avoid the issues noted in studies which rely on etic perspectives only, while also not discounting the validity of these perspectives in particular circumstances.

Finally, the focus of POS is on outcomes rather than processes (Stahl, Mäkelä, Zander & Maznevski 2010: 441). In the case of BMW, we know that the merger was successful, and not just in the financial sense, but also in the sense of being an organization with relatively little management-worker conflict, and which maintains positive relationships with stakeholders in the local community (Moore 2011). This paper will not, it should be emphasized, argue that we should ‘learn from’ the MINI acquisition as best practice, but instead that its value lies in our ability to see the ways in which M&A can work out well for all stakeholders, and will explore how this is achieved.

The final hypothesis is thus:

H3: That a POS perspective on mergers and acquisitions will show the role of culture not as an inherent source of conflict and difficulties, but as a factor which can be used for successfully integrating acquired organisations.

Methodology
The case study approach and sampling
The case study is of BMW's factory in Oxfordshire, Cowley Works, also known as BMW MINI. As this study seeks not to generalize, but to explore in fine detail the specific experiences of a small group of managers, a single case is more useful than a larger sample which would yield wider perspectives but thinner data, making it more difficult to isolate and examine individual perspectives (Ybema et al. 2009). As per Geertz’ (1972, 1973) cultural anthropological perspective, the aim is to consider ‘culture’ not as an objective property, but as the result of webs of meaning constructed by participants.

While the choice of site was partly one of expediency (as the researcher had been given access to the company by its management), the case of BMW MINI is particularly useful for examining the positive role of culture in mergers and acquisitions, as it constitutes a high-profile acquisition of a well-known local British company by a well-known international German-based one, which has been well studied throughout the process from a number of different academic perspectives (Moore 2011; Moore & Rees 2007; Scarbrough & Terry 1996; Whisler 1999). The fact that this acquisition succeeded where contemporary ventures involving similar national cultures failed (Badrtalei & Bates 2007) bears further exploration, as it suggests there may be particularly subtle nuances in the context which defy conventional analyses based on national cultures and metrics of cultural distance, and also supports the POS objective of investigating successful organizational changes.


The plant was established by a domestic British car manufacturer, Morris Motors, in the early 1910s (Newbigging, Shatford & Williams, 1998: 12). While the company prospered in its initial decades (Whisler, 1999: 49-52, 342-346), it was hit by the decline which affected industrial Britain from the early 1960s. Nationalized in 1968, it continued to decline, and was reprivatized in the 1980s as part of the Rover Group (Chapters 3, 10), owned by BAe (with Honda later acquiring a 20% stake), finally being acquired by BMW in 1994 (Financial Times, 1998; Greenhalgh & Kilmister, 1993). After initially taking a hands-off approach, BMW sold off less profitable parts of the group, but retained Cowley Works as the plant for the construction of the redesigned MINI. BMW MINI is thus an acquired organisation with several lines of cultural integration and fragmentation (see Martin, 1992).

Data Collection

As described above, this paper is not aimed at developing data collection instruments or at developing generalisations about national culture in M&A, as copious literature already exists on this subject. Rather, the aim is to explore the individual perspectives of managers in an M&A situation, to consider how practitioners experience and define ‘national culture’ in this situation. Furthermore, the aim is also to consider whether this experience involves positive as well as negative aspects, and to consider how these are experienced by managers. For this reason, also, issues of recall bias and ‘Rashomon effect’ (Anderson 2016) do not negatively affect the study, as the purpose is not to determine objective reality but to understand the making of meaning.
The present study is therefore based on participant-observation, interviews and archival research (cf. Leonard-Barton, 1990). The resulting data were analysed using close reading techniques by an anthropologist aimed at examining tacit and explicit meanings given to social events, leading to a combination of internal and external perspectives on the organization (cf. Morris, Leung, Ames & Lickell, 1999; Ybema, Yanow, Wels & Kamsteeg 2009).  In order to make best use of the experiential nature of ethnography, where the researcher is both data gatherer and analytical tool, software was not used, but the data was coded using a system involving colour-coding for themes and searching for patterns (see Brannen, Moore & Mughan, 2013). In this, the research draws on the postmodernist argument for greater exploration of non-traditional methodologies in management studies as a way of generating new insights (see Clifford and Marcus 1986), for gaining insight into informant perspectives rather than prioritizing external interpretations (Strathern 1995), and the critical management studies position that ethnographic analysis is a crucial way of gaining insights into complicated areas such as culture and meaning which are difficult to explore by more quantitative means (Ybema and Byun 2011). In addition, there is some evidence that ethnography is particularly suited to POS-based studies, given its focus on perceptions and social relations in context (Dadich, Collier, Hodgins and Crawford 2018).
Reliability and validity were ensured through reflexive analytical techniques, reflecting critically on texts generated from interviews and observation and asking participants for their views on the project, as Ghauri and Grønhaug recommend for analyzing qualitative data (2008: 78ff), and also through triangulating the results of the different sets of data with each other, to examine whether results are consistent. Again, the aim was to establish consistency rather than objective truth. The temporal context of the study is the period between 2003 and 2006; as the process of mergers and acquisitions has not changed in the intervening years in any way relevant to the data, and as the point of the study is to focus on a specific example in context, this information is to contextualize the data rather than to cast any doubt on its validity for the purposes of this paper.
In terms of the appropriateness of the approach, as well as being the hallmark of anthropology as a discipline (Sanday, 1979), ethnography as a method is particularly well suited to studying complex situations involving the acquisition of emic perspectives (Morris et al., 1999: 781-782), and thus useful in terms of studying identity in mergers and acquisitions. A particular advantage as regards this subject is that participant observation, and in-depth interviews, allow the researcher to understand how managers actually think and feel about such concepts as national culture, rather than relying on their answers to pre-set questions, and allows the investigation of contradictions between what they say and what they actually do. 

The first phase of the study involved three months’ participant-observation by the abovementioned researcher on the final assembly line of the Cowley Works plant, plus six months’ worth of interviews with eighteen staff members. Significantly, this phase of the study was commissioned by the plant management. The second phase involved eighteen months intermittently working with managers from the Human Resources department on two related projects, one involving the development of a management education programme based on ethnographic techniques, and one aimed at assessing and improving the plant’s extant management culture. This involved attending five meetings in the plant, plus a visit to BMW’s plant in Regensburg, Bavaria. Group interviews were conducted with six mangers and team leaders in the UK during this period, and individual or pair interviews with five managers in Germany. The interviews were in-depth and semi-structured, allowing the managers to direct the flow of questions but focusing on national, regional and local identity, culture and diversity within the firm. The choice of questions was guided by both the objectives of the project and the researchers’ interests. The purpose of the study was to gain insider perspectives, rather than to develop generalisations. Observation was not possible during the pre-acquisition period, but interview questions focused on pre-acquisition as well as post-acquisition conditions. 

Archival research was conducted over the course of the project at the historical collections of the municipal libraries of Oxford and Regensburg, both of which maintained collections of material of historical interest relating to the factories. Oral histories of the Oxford plant have also been published and have been referred to in order to gain historical perspective (e.g. Hayter & Harvey [eds.] 1993).

Due to limitations of space, it is not possible to use more than a few interview quotes here. The quotes are selected because they are particularly good illustrations of attitudes which emerged during the interviews and participant observation more generally. Likewise, much of the findings from participant-observation, focus groups, and the Regensburg trip have had to be summarized rather than provided in the detail the researcher would like to provide; however, they are reflected in the study’s conclusions.
The firm did not ask for confidentiality, and, given its unique position in the market, it would be impossible to conceal its identity; however, the identities of participants have been disguised.

Results and Discussion

This section is based, not only on the interview data quoted below, but also on participant observation, document analysis, and on and on wider trends which emerged during interviews with other individuals not quoted here. In general, the managers at BMW MINI described the new company in Hofstedian terms as possessing two unitary national cultures, which generally followed the images found in Hofstede (1980; 2001) and GLOBE (House et al., 2004), as exemplified in this comment:
German organizations have a different style.... There’s more of a need for people skills [here] than in Germany. In Germany it’s very much against culture so you need different people skills. Over here you need to be more woolly and pink and fluffy with people (male white British shopfloor manager, group discussion)

This is very much in line with the image of a more ‘masculine’ culture in contact with a more ‘feminine’ culture, as postulated in Hofstede (2001). Phrases such as this suggest these traits were seen as general and normative for people of that nationality. BMW MINI thus could be read through a dimension-based lens, as a simple case of national cultures, with conflicting cultural dimensions, in conflict within an acquired organization, which either ‘fit’ or ‘do not fit’, culturally.


However, under the surface, the situation was more complicated. The managers themselves also indicated, through my general observations on the way they spoke about each other, that the issue was not so much one of national culture, and more one in which Germanness and Britishness figure symbols of identity, delineating groups within the organization, rather than unchanging sets of ‘cultural programming’. Non-German managers from elsewhere in the organisation would, for instance, be perceived by local managers as aligned with Head Office and thus, tacitly, ‘German’; meanwhile, ‘British’ included individuals of all ethnic origins and places of birth, so long as they were locally hired and willing to identify with the local group as opposed to Head Office. ‘German’ and ‘British’ could sometimes, in interviews, refer to particular traits associated with national origins, as when one change manager related an anecdote to the effect that the British norm of flexible working, and the German norm of working efficiently during specific set and unchanging hours, had created friction within one mixed group of managers. At other times, however, the terms ‘German’ and ‘British’ were used, even by the same change manager, simply as shorthand for the acquirer and the acquired. Equally, the references by the British managers to the acquirer as ‘German’ obscured the distinctive Bavarian regional identity which the German managers found very important in their self-identification. The question of what is ‘German’ and what is ‘British’ was thus not so much a matter of identifiable cultural traits, as it was of positions along a contentious organizational faultline. While people in the organization may have spoken of national culture in interviews and conversation, as if it were rigid and immutable, and capable of ‘fitting’ with others, in practice they treated it as something much more flexible.


Furthermore, in interviews and conversations, they tended to symbolically mingle expressions of national identity with expressions of corporate identity, local identity and professional identities. The following interview quote provides an apt example: 

We are used to the German style of management, so it isn’t an issue of nationality, but we know our German directors are only here for a few years; they are put into positions that are higher than in Germany, and they don’t have to live with the consequences, because they move every few years. From the side of management—it is not to do with German management style but it is a German problem (male white British HR manager, individual interview)

The image of the plant as defined by a clash of definite national cultures was even further complicated, also, by the fact that the German managers were trying to define themselves not as 'German,' but as 'international'. Again, the following quote provides an example of how this was described by managers:
You have clear rules; you have an order system… and that is everywhere the same. And that means if you have a clear image of a production system, you can be successful in Britain, in Zimbabwe, in Germany. Maybe you need, in Britain, a different set of flow charts or a different way of training the people, adapting to their local behaviour… but if you remember that everywhere people are the same, and if you measure in the same way, you can achieve the same targets. (male white German manager, individual interview)

The British, however, very much rejected this image, as can be seen by the first interview excerpt, in which the subtext is that the German managers who move around the international branches are no less 'German' because of that. The flexible, discursive nature of national identity means that they were, tacitly, used as a means of generating discourses about the relationships between parts of the organization after the acquisition, and of negotiating these relationships; putting forward models of identity, and accepting or rejecting these.


Inasmuch as national culture could be seen as a source of ‘distance’, then, it was not so much because of lacking common traits or particular values, as in terms of the images and symbols each group associated with themselves and the other, and the discourses that managers used to frame their relationship with each other. The dominant discourse within Cowley Works, to judge not only by interviews but by the way in which people conversed with each other, was that the Germans were 'practical' and the British, 'romantic', with both positive and negative connotations to each; the British were influenced by images of tough, well-organised Germans and haphazard but likeable British in their popular culture, such as the 'wartime' film (see Ramsden, 2006), where the Germans' narratives about the acquisition of Rover characterised the British as good designers who lacked the organisational skill to capitalise financially on this ability. As these two aspects were seen as complementary, the construction of the two groups' differences in this way allowed them to work successfully together. Similarly, although managers from both groups would sometimes attribute problems in working to differences in 'national culture' (such as the perception of time and work-life balance), these arguably were discourses which allowed them to rationalise problems which arose rather than defining actual measurable differences (see Moore, 2005; 2012).  By using ‘national culture’ as a tool for making meanings and redefining identities, the managers of BMW MINI can both articulate their frustrations about the integration process in order to understand and overcome them, and can also find ways of coming together as a new organization.
Conclusions 
Returning to the paper’s objectives and hypotheses, then, it is possible to argue that:

· In mergers and acquisitions, the concept of ‘national culture’ is used as a metaphor or flexible tool through which managers can work out frustrations and develop new identities;

· That managers themselves do not seem to think in terms of ‘distance’ ‘friction’ or ‘fit’ between cultures when negotiating M&A (relating to H1);
· That ‘national culture’, viewed neutrally, is a source of both positive and negative emotions, and a help as well as a hindrance to managers (relating to H2)’

· Cross-cultural management studies can better understand how mergers can successfully achieve integration through considering the positive role of culture in such activities (relating to H3).
The primary finding of the study is, therefore, that in M&A, managers use symbolic discourses of national culture in positive ways to define and understand areas of conflict, and to find common ground upon which to develop a shared organizational culture. 
Theoretical and Managerial Implications

The results of this study have implications for HR professionals working to develop a new organisational culture in a merged and/or changing operation. Viewing the Cowley Works case in terms of what the managers say about national cultures, rather than imposing external measurements and definitions, as per Wickramasinghe and Karunaratne (2009), suggests that managers do not see cultures constantly in terms of ‘distance’ to be bridged or ‘friction’ to generate sparks, but actively use them as a means of overcoming conflicts and develop a collective ‘merged’ organizational culture, something which could be encouraged in positive directions by HR professionals.. While it is certainly true that the managers used metaphors, and that Shenkar’s ‘friction’ concept (2001) comes closer to how the managers treated cultural difference than Kogut and Singh’s (1988) ‘distance’, the use of metaphor and the concept of culture varied with the circumstances.

There are also implications for HR researchers considering the optimal use of dimension- and/or distance-based studies for exploring the impact of culture on organisations. The British, for instance, accepted the Germans not because of similar scores on particular 'dimensions of culture,' (indeed, the fact that other Anglo-German ventures have gone badly awry, suggests that this is far from a predictor of success) but because they were able to use ‘national culture’ as a set of symbols to construct a sense of personal identity which emphasized areas of compatibility while still allowing for differences (as in the case of the 'practical' Germans versus the 'romantic' British).  However, in contrast to the focus on culture as an isolatable variable in the literature (e.g. Kogut and Singh 1988, Hofstede 1980, 2001), national culture could just as easily stand in for ‘acquirer’ and ‘acquired’, rather than relating to actual national groups. Viewed as a metaphor, then, it was difficult to pin culture down to a single function.
Likewise, the interview excerpts do not show a case of one national culture rejecting or accepting another, but of a complex discourse whereby certain aspects of the way one group defined themselves were rejected by the other group. This permitted an exploration areas of compatibility and conflict in the acquisition process, explaining why the venture, against expectations, succeeded. Finally, the dynamic aspect of defining identities through symbols means that the integration process can never be said to be ‘successfully finalised’, as the discourse could, potentially, change into one of exclusion and fragmentation at some future point. The processes of adaptation in acquisitions are thus elucidated by an approach which considers national culture in terms of how the managers themselves use the phrase, and which considers it as a tool for integration with both positive and negative aspects.


The BMW MINI case has value for HR researchers involved in cross-cultural management and integration in developing frameworks for exploring discourses of national identity, and how they are used by managers. Building upon Aguilera and Dencker (2004), Friedman, Carmeil, Tishler and Shimizu (2016), Angwin et al. (2016) and Lee et al. (206), among many others, the case shows that consider that examining discourses about identity, and how they are actually used by the managers in the organisations, may provide complementary insights to studies based on metaphors of ‘distance’ or ‘friction’, by considering how metaphors, symbols and boundaries are used by managers. In particular, looking at a successful acquisition suggests that, while culture could be presented in a negative light, it could also be used as a means for finding common ground, and that even the negative portrayal was less by way of an obstacle to integration, and more by way of working through the inevitable difficulties (which are not necessarily to do with culture, national or otherwise) of any integration process. 


Furthermore, this approach is more in line with the growing field of positive organizational scholarship (POS), in that it views culture not as a potential or actual obstacle to a successful acquisition (Stahl et al. 2016), but as a symbolic ‘toolkit’ which can be used for positive as well as negative ends (Swidler, 1986). Taking this approach allows us to consider mergers and acquisitions not merely as being either ‘successful’ or ‘failed’, but as nuanced, ongoing events which involve both conflict and agreement, positive and negative feelings, in an ambivalent balance (see Dutton and Glyn 2008; Stahl et al. 2016). More conflictual statements can also be seen as part of what Dadich et al. call ‘positive deviance’, in that, while seemingly expressing a lack of harmony, they also serve a wider purpose in the organization, that of identifying and working through interpersonal differences (2018: 2-3). This would, therefore, take researchers out of an inherently binary paradigm, as well as providing means of analyzing how a company which is successful at one point in its development might fail later on (or even how the same endeavor can be successful and failing at the same time). The case study thus can help HR researchers integrate ambivalence into their research rather than rejecting it as non-significant, and can help HR managers better understand the emotional processes going on in their organisations.

Most significantly, however, the case study implies the need for a change of outlook for HR studies on such activities as mergers and acquisitions. The common narrative within international human resource management is not only based on the concept of a static ‘national culture’ which behaves in predictable ways, but it also outcome-focused rather than process-focused: on overcoming ‘conflict’ to achieve a ‘successful integration’ and a ‘new post-merger organisation’ (see Slangen, 2006). In doing so, however, we ignore the fact that, as experienced by the actual participants, such activities are dynamic, continually subject to changing discourses and interpretations (Hunt & Downing, 1990). Mergers and acquisitions themselves, furthermore, are not instigated and carried out in a vacuum, but are part of wider, ongoing historical processes. While this does not mean abandoning the dimension-based view of culture, it does mean that we have to, as Chapman argued, take them in context, as a starting point for further exploration rather than as a reflection of objective truth (1997: 19), as metrics with scientific value moreso than practitioner value, or as a means of sensemaking by managers rather than as something with an objective reality outside the common consensus. 

This study also indicates the need to integrate emic and etic perspectives, particularly on complex and idiosyncratic events such as M&A. As noted above, numerous studies have questioned the relevance of ‘cultural distance’ in terms of predictive value and relevance to managers actually engaged in such activities (Chapman, 1997; Chapman et al. 2008; Dikova & Sahib, 2013; McSweeney, 2002, 2013; Reus, 2012; Sackmann & Philips, 2004; Shenkar 2001, 2012; Slangen, 2006; Wagner & Vormbusch, 2010). However, the BMW case suggests that they are not without relevance to managers, but as metaphors and sensemaking tools through which to negotiate new cultures. More research needs to be done into how managers make use of academic research, and in turn into how academic research relates to the initial data gathered from managers.

Finally, for HR practitioners, this study suggests that less time should be spent on ensuring ‘cultural fit’ or ‘compatibility’ between merger partners, and more on considering how such concepts can be used to bridge the inevitable conflicts and problems which will arise in such situations (see Friedman et al., 2016). Managers should be encouraged to treat national cultures as flexible identities, which can be used to find common ground, but at the same time acknowledging that conflict, and the drawing of boundaries, are not negative things to be avoided at all costs, but part of the process of negotiating culture. Greater understanding of what national culture means in a particular context and time should be encouraged among managers more generally.
Limitations of the study

A possible limitation of the study is the fact that the study was conducted 2003-2006, as many in management studies tend to mistrust data which is more than a few years old. It is possible, however, to question this assertion: it is worth noting that this is not an issue in disciplines such as anthropology, where non-recent, even historical, data is analysed within its context, with a view to what it tells us about humans and their construction of meaning more generally. Indeed, one might argue that to focus on the age of the data is to ignore the real lessons which businesses and researchers can learn from the unique circumstances of the BMW case. The age of the data is of less significance when one takes it as a contextualised ‘snapshot’ of a company at a particular stage in its history, and considers both its specificity and what managers elsewhere can learn from this particular example.


A further limitation is the relative rarity of studies using anthropological techniques and analytical approaches in international human resource management, even compared to related disciplines such as organization studies. However, this paper serves effectively as an inductive call for greater use of these and similar approaches in international human resource management, encouraging further research which focuses on, as Chapman (1997) puts it, ‘meaning’ rather than ‘behaviour’. For instance, the rise in linguistic studies of merged and cross-border organisations in IB is giving us a similar picture to the BMW study, revealing organisations which are fraught with complex political and social divisions (see, for instance, Harzing & Feely, 2008; Kroon et al., 2015; Piekkari & Zander, 2005; Welch, Welch & Piekkari, 2005). Further studies of this kind in the field of mergers and acquisitions can only serve to increase our understanding of the intangible factors which affect complex connections between businesses.

A final arguable limitation is that the approach of this paper has been a single case study. However, as discussed in the methodology section, the aim is not to develop generalizations about M&A in general: indeed, some of the value of a single case study is to highlight that M&A are quite contextual phenomena, with the mix of personalities and circumstances involved affecting the outcome to a high degree. Furthermore, a detailed look at an acquisition in context can provide some of the background which studies based on a broader sample necessarily elide (Ybema et al. 2009). 
Suggestions for future research
The BMW study, seen through a symbolic lens, suggest some other ways forward for the study of HR issues in mergers and acquisitions. To begin with, it suggests that international HRM can benefit from adopting perspectives and techniques developed in other disciplines in order to fill gaps in its own methodological and analytical arsenal. Secondly, it suggests that the role of ‘culture’ in such circumstances requires a complex treatment; HR researchers need to consider how the categories which are developed from data are interpreted by managers, and what can be gained by comparing and contrasting internal and external perspectives on the organisation. In particular, it suggests a move away from considering international management as isolable ‘behaviour’, and consider it instead as a social process which is given ‘meaning’ by participants and outsiders (see Chapman, 1997). Finally, it argues for a more reflexive approach to the study of mergers and acquisitions, in which the researcher's own position and role in the process by which the merged company defines itself and creates its own narratives, is taken into account in the study.


From a methodological point of view, this study also supports the increased use of techniques aimed at gathering thick description and intensive, experiential data from a small sample of respondents rather than the more wide-ranging approach more traditional in IB studies. It has been argued by many that international studies could benefit from a greater focus on such methods, to balance out the more broad-based methods (Hanson, 2008; Hodson, 1998; Piekkari & Welch, 2006; Sinkovics, Penz & Ghauri, 2008), and indeed there has been a movement in recent years towards including such perspectives (see Friedman et al., 2016; Piekkari & Welch, 2006; Westney & van Maanen, 2011). It is worth noting that, although the study did include quantitative data gathered and analysed by BMW's own human resource management team, it was more qualitative, intensive, small-group-focused research activities which generated the actual data on how identity was defined and how it affected the faultlines developed by the acquisition. In cases where larger samples or wider perspectives are also needed, these might be obtained through multi-group or team studies, or through holistic ethnography (see Moore, 2011). This paper thus further argues for an increased use of more qualitative, long-term, intensive and participative research methods in IB, not just as a complement to more traditional methods, but for the benefits which they can bring in an identity-focused perspective.

Conducting and analysing the role of national culture in the BMW MINI acquisition from a perspective grounded in anthropological concepts of identity and POS shows how national culture is used as a discourse of identity through which managers express conflict and seek consensus, developing a new organizational culture which allows integration while also permitting the existence of distinct perspectives on the organisation. Furthermore, analyzing organisations more generally according to this perspective allows for the analysis of people's perceptions of culture and how these affect interaction in organisations, as well as, consequently, the ability to acknowledge and analyse the researcher's own perceptions of reality as part of the process of developing a new, merged organisation. A greater engagement with POS as an analytical lens would thus help HR researchers understand how M&A succeed, as would a greater focus on practitioner perspectives. Furthermore, it might help HR professionals engage more constructively with apparent cultural conflicts in their own organisations.
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